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History 
Goss’s wilt and blight was first identified in Dawson County in south central Nebraska in 1969 (Claflin, 1999). Over 
the next 10 years, the disease was identified in 53 additional counties in the state and in at least one county in five 
of the six states bordering Nebraska (Vidaver et al., 1981). After some debate over the name of the disease, if was 
finally named after R. W. Goss, an earlier chair of the Department of Plant Pathology and first full-time Dean of the 
Graduate College at the University of Nebraska. Resistance was successfully incorporated into commercial hybrids 
and the disease became uncommon and almost disappeared, except for isolated cases in very susceptible corn, such 
as popcorn. 
 
Introduction
Goss’s bacterial wilt and blight has been increasingly common since approximately 2006, but was primarily isolated 
to the panhandle and southwest regions of Nebraska, northeast Colorado, and southeast Wyoming until the last 
two years. In 2008 and 2009, the disease also developed to a much greater extent in Nebraska with a total of 43 
confirmed counties (personal communication, Amy Ziems, UNL Plant & Pest Diagnostic Clinic) and in the states 
of Iowa, Kansas, South Dakota, Illinois, and Indiana (Ruhl et al., 2009). The rapid reemergence of this disease 
after its near disappearance for three decades and its potential to cause severe yield loss and associated seed export 
restrictions have led to increased concern in the Midwest.
The bacteria, Clavibacter michiganensis subsp. nebraskensis, causal agent of Goss’s Bacterial Wilt and Blight, 
require wounds to infect plants. The disease is most often observed after hail events, but injury caused by wind and 
sandblasting, etc. are often enough to provide infection points for the pathogen. 
As the name implies, the disease may cause either a systemic wilt or a later season leaf blight. Infection causes a 
couple of distinct symptoms that are helpful making a diagnosis. The primary symptom is the development of dark 
green/black “freckles” near the edges of lesion, especially during the foliar blight phase which is more common and 
less detrimental to yield. This symptom is diagnostic for this disease and is not known to be produced by any other 
pathogen. In addition, like a few other bacterial diseases, the pathogen may be excreted onto the surface of the 
leaves at high enough rates to give them a glossy appearance, particularly once dried, similar to varnish. Irrigation 
or rain may wash the bacteria off, so you should examine both the upper and lower leaf surface for this bacterial 
exudate. The systemic wilt phase of the disease is much more damaging to the plant and causes much more severe 
yield losses, especially in western Nebraska.  
This more severe phase of the disease may develop when bacteria spread systemically throughout the plant causing 
a wilt disease that can prematurely kill the plant. Younger plants are known to be more susceptible to infection and 
wilt development than older ones (Calub et al., 1974).    
The disease is probably much more widespread than is indicated by the samples submitted to diagnostic clinics 
indicates. The identification of the disease over such a wide area of the region indicates that the pathogen 
overwinters well and is active across the region despite its seeming dormancy for more than 25 years. The high 
incidence of the disease during recent years may be partially attributed to the more frequent severe weather that 
included hail events and wind injury that caused wounding to the corn crop. However, there is much speculation on 
the reason(s) for its return and the focus of some ongoing research.  
82 — 2009 Integrated Crop Management Conference - Iowa State University
Management
Because the disease is caused by a bacterium instead of a fungus, foliar fungicides are not expected to be effective 
for its control. Accurate identification of the disease is critical for its management. Unfortunately, several cases of the 
disease have only been identified after reportedly unsuccessful attempts to manage it with foliar fungicides. 
Resistance is commercially available, but does not provide immunity. The number of seed companies represented 
in Nebraska that publicize their hybrid reactions for Goss’s wilt and leaf blight has increased from 25% in 2006 to 
65% in 2009 as the distribution and severity of the disease has increased. Resistance is most effective for managing 
the later season foliar blight phase of the disease and resistant hybrids should be selected for planting in fields where 
the disease has been a serious problem in the past. Under moderately severe disease pressure in southwest Nebraska, 
65 bu/A differences in yield have been observed between resistant and susceptible hybrids planted in the same field. 
Observations made around the state indicate that resistance to the disease may not be as effective when plants are 
infected early in the season and develop the systemic wilt phase of the disease. 
A combination of management strategies provides the best control. Since the bacterium survives primarily in 
infested crop residue, any type of tillage operation that buries residue to encourage decomposition may be effective 
in reducing the rate of new infections. Rotating out of corn into other crops such as soybean, dry bean, small grains, 
or alfalfa helps reduce primary inoculum sources in corn residue. 
Additional hosts for the pathogen include green foxtail, shattercane, and barnyard grass, therefore weed control may 
also provide an effective method for reducing bacterial inoculum. With today’s successful herbicide programs, some 
of these weed are no longer common problems in the field, but may still harbor the pathogen around edges of fields, 
in ditches, etc. 
The results of additional research on management and diagnostics will be presented that were not available at press 
time.
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